
What Color is the Sun?
Featuring Camilla Corona and Colours o'IRIS.



In the year 2013, a quite 
lucky year!

Hey, 
Colours, 
look at 

these cool 
photos of 

the Sun 
from  
SDO!

Camilla's Ipad...

SDO is NASA's Solar 
Dynamics Observatory 

satellite. Scientist use 
SDO to study the sun! 

I can pull up 
SDO's images 
on my iPad!

What's 
SDO?



Huh? 
They 

are all 
the real 

sun!

C'mon everyone knows the 
sun is yellow! Look this one 
is Pink and that one is green. 
You expect me to believe the 
sun is turquoise!

Those are cool 
images and all but Don't 
they have a picture of the 

real sun?



Well the sun 
isn't yellow 

either. WHAT?!?!

At Lunch in the park ….. Oh, you mean each 
SDO photo is one 
of the separate 
colors of the 
Sun?

The Sun is actually 
all colors of the 
rainbow...



Frustrated -Well, not 
exactly... You've 

seen a 
rainbow, 

right?

Of course I've 
seen a rainbow. 
In fact, I am a 

rainbow!

Rainbows show all the 
colors of visible light, which 
we call white light.

WHY IS VISIBLE 
LIGHT WHITE?

Because our eyes 
evolved to see the

 mixture 
of colors in 

visible light as 
white light.



back in the classroom

But when I 
mix all colors of paint 
together, I get icky 

brown?

Yes, because paints are 
made of pigments 
(matter) not light 
(energy), so they work 
differently.

OK, so 
mixed paint = 

brown, but mixed 
colors of light = 

white…?? 

The Sun produces energy, 
which is different forms 
of light. Light that we can 
see with our eyes is 
called visible light and it 
looks white to us. That’s 
why the clouds are white, 
and the Moon.



OK, I get it. 
White light = 
visible light = 
some of the 
light energy 
we get from 
the Sun that 
our eyes can 
see.

So, the Sun 
isn’t yellow, 
it must be 
white!

At sunset or sunrise the Sun can appear very 
red.  This is because in that position the light is 
traveling a long way through the atmosphere 

which then scatters away a lot of the blue light 
and just leaves the red light to reach our eyes.

Hmm, if the 
Sun is white, 
why does it 

look 
yellow?

It doesn’t look 
yellow at noon, only 
at sunrise or sunset.



Colors have 
wavelengths -- just 
like waves at the 
beach can be large 
or small.

Like these big waves, the 
colors red and orange have 
long wavelengths.

Like these small 
waves, the 

colors blue and 
violet have short 

wavelengths.

When little waves 
(short wavelength) hit 
big rocks, they get 
scattered in all 
directions and never 
reach shore.

When big waves (long 
wavelength) hit those 
same rocks, they roll 
right over them.



When sunlight goes through the Earth’s atmosphere, the 
air molecules act like rocks with the ocean waves.

Sunlight at noon goes through very little atmosphere, 
hence not too many “rocks”. So most colors (except 
blue) get through and the Sun looks white.

Why not 
blue?

Blue is a very short wavelength color. When it hits 
the air molecules, it gets scattered away just like 
the little ocean waves do.

So the 
blue gets 

lost?

Ah, not all of it gets lost. Some of it gets 
stuck in the upper atmosphere, bouncing 
around. That causes our blue sky!



Cool – the blue sky comes from short- wavelength 
blue light hitting air molecules and bouncing around 
in our upper atmosphere!

But if violet is the shortest wavelength of light, why 
isn’t the sky violet?

argh.... Because 
our eyes don’t see 
violet very well.

OK, so blue and 
violet both get 

scattered around in 
our upper atmosphere, 

but our eyes can’t 
see the violet....

Back to the colors of the Sun -- at sunrise or sunset, the 
sunlight has to go through a lot of air. The only colors 
that get through the long “rocky” atmosphere are reds, 
oranges, and yellows (long wavelengths).



What you call an "AhA" Moment!!

OK, so the Sun is really 
white. And white light is 
made up of all colors 
of the rainbow.

When light from the Sun comes 
through the Earth’s atmosphere 
in the middle of the day, most 
of the colors get through and 
the Sun looks white. However, 
some of the short-wavelength 
blue gets stuck bouncing 
around in the upper atmosphere 
causing our blue sky.

However, at sunrise 
or sunset, all the 
short wavelength 
colors hit the 
molecules in the air 
and get scattered 
away. So only the 
long wavelength 
colors like red, 
orange, and yellow 
get through.

I GET IT!!!!

Whew!



More Tales from Stanford Solar at -
http://solar-center.stanford.edu/

So, could 
other planets have 
different colored 
skies and different 

colored 
sunsets???

Yes, but 
that’s 
another 
story....

And you 
never 

explained why 
those SDO images 
were such funny 

colors.

That 
will have 
to be for 
another 

time!

Stay Tuned!

Follow camilla and Colours!



For Students:

Would you like to learn more about the sun? 
Here are some great links to check out!

For Teachers:

The Stanford Solar 
Center has a large 
Collection of lessons, 
mostly 4-12
http://solar-
center.stanford.edu/teachers/

SDO for Educators
Elementary and Secondary 
learning units
http://sdo.gsfc.nasa.gov/
epo/educators/

NOVA's Sun lab
great lessons and student 
activities
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/
nova/labs/lab/sun/

The Stanford Solar Center 
has a large Collection of 
Activities, videos and images 
to explore
http://solar-
center.stanford.edu/
activities/GreenSun.html

Our Star The Sun
collection of sun-themed 
classroom resources from 
NASA’s Solar and 
Heliospheric Observatory
http://
sohowww.nascom.nasa.gov/
classroom/classroom.html

Features of the Sun
A great interactive game where 
you are a solar scientist!
http://lasp.colorado.edu/home/
education/k-12/project-spectra/
solarfeatures-interactive/

Space Weather Center
Lots of great games and fun 
activities
http://
www.spaceweathercenter.org/
activity_page/01/01.html
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